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should wish to call the attention of sailors, not merely
as a matter of curiosity, [although on this score, too, it
certainly has great interest] but chiefly from its practical
utility in seamanship. No officer can tell how soon he
may be called upon to place his crew on a raft, should
his ship be wrecked; and yet, unless he has been
previously made aware of some method of steering it,
no purpose may be answered but that of protracting the
misery of the people under his charge. We all
recollect the horrid scenes which took place on the raft
which left the French frigate Me*duse, on the coast of
Africa, in 1816; and yet it is perfectly obvious, from
the state of the wind and weather, that if anyone of that
ill-fated party had been aware of the principle on which
the South American balsas are steered, they might
easily have reached the land in a few hours, and all the
lives, so horribly sacrificed, might have been saved.

Nothing can be conceived more simple, or more easy
of application, than the South American contrivance.
Near both ends of the centre spar there is cut a per-
pendicular slit, about a couple of inches wide by one or
two feet in length. Into each of these holes a broad
plank, called guaras by the natives, is inserted in such
a way that it may be thrust down to the depth of ten or
twelve feet; or, at pleasure, it may be drawn up entirely.
The slits are so cut, that, when the raft is in motion,
the edges of these planks shall meet the water; or, in
mathematical language, their planes are parallel with
the length of the spars. It is clear, that if both the
guaras be thrust quite down, and there held fast in a
perpendicular direction, they will offer a broad surface
towards the side, and thus, by acting like the leeboards
of a river barge, or the keel of a ship, prevent the balsa
from drifting sidewise or dead to leeward. But while
these guaras serve the purpose of a keel, they also per-
form the important duty of a rudder, the rationale of
which every sailor will understand, upon considering
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